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Like most nightmares, the thesis of this paper became more and more untenable and
taunting the longer I tried to extricate myself – much like the strategies and
misjudgments, come to think of it, that were dreamt up by Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, Chaney,
and Company turned out to be as one Persian Gulf War metastasized into another in other
regions. And, of course, just like their habit of lying to themselves to make certain that
errant facts “fit” into an erroneously constructed war plans – my thesis got more out of
hand the more I lied to myself about the validity of my assumptions and presuppositions.
But, after all, the failed thesis in this presentation is not very likely to actually kill anyone
(other than, perhaps, in terms of boredom.)

Well, the thesis was simple enough. Having spent the last 20 years amassing the largest
collection in the world of fictive representations of the Vietnam War – standing now at
some 18,000 items total with about 1200 novels alone, I thought my by now acutely
tuned antennae were beginning to twitch to the ineffable, subterranean whirring and
insect-like spawning of another pulsing hive of fictive product birthing forth from the

returning imaginations contained in the mohawk shaved heads of the those who have
been visiting, in one capacity or another, the arid festival of pain centered between the
Tigress and Euphrates rivers.

Now this suspicion of slowly evolving nests of imaginative visions poking through the
cracked carapaces of Afghanistan, Iraq, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia is not a new one.
After documenting the truly extraordinary creation of literary product in the years
following the Vietnam War, I was certain that if the same human patterns existed there
would be a similar reaction after each of the chapters in the ongoing war-mare that is
variously known as the Gulf Wars, or the Persian Gulf Wars, or Gulf War I and II, or the
Iraq-Kuwait War, the Afghan War, and even The Post 9/11 War on Terrorism.

This was my thesis, then – if the war in Vietnam that went on for 15 years and was
immensely unpopular, taboo for at least half of those years for publishers and filmmakers
of all types, and intellectually threatening to both liberal and conservative constituencies
in an escalating fashion over time – after all THAT bad Ju-Ju, and there still ended up
being the overwhelming creative reaction to it that we now have despite all the repressive
circumstances – then what might be expected from another war (actually a set of wars
that are strung together, each segment a little longer than its predecessor in the manner of
a grotesque twisted party balloon creature) Another war that possessed some of the same
characteristics but also included public perceptions and expectations that were now honed
by the previous experience of the Vietnam War. In the case of the Gulf Wars, from the
1990 Kuwait sabre rattling to the Iraq present, no publisher has been intimidated about
flooding the market with memoirs, diaries, novels, anthologies, some poetry, and many,
many photographic compilations. And the dozen or so documentaries, 10 or so
commercial films, and the so far 2 TV series (Over There, The Unit) lends credibility to
the thesis that this new war activity ought to eclipse that of the last American war.

The only way to tease out the credibility of this thesis is to literally count the examples
that would either prove or disprove the suspicion that this new war scene seems to feed
on itself like a tumor giving rise to yet another larger more lethal tumor, generating with
it the outpourings of imaginative representation that popular culture seems to need in
order to come to terms with ambiguity, paradox, and the ambivalence that defines the
reality of a nation engaged in a war that it did not freely want, couldn’t understand, and
now can’t find a means of extraction while the numbers of dead and grievously wounded
citizens grow.

Well, as noted, there are really 5 separate sets of events that might be isolated in order to
perform legitimate comparisons. There is the Incursion into Kuwait, the beginning of
the Persian Gulf War divided into Desert Shield and Desert Storm, the intervening decade
or so of American Interdiction of Iraq that was punctuated by the events of 9/11 and the
subsequent invasion of Afghanistan/War on Terrorism, and finally, the Iraq War that
continues today. One way to do the comparisons of literary output would be simply to
compare year by year the record of publication of novels, short stories, poetry,
photography, and graphic art from each of the periods in question over against the same
categories and years that are now documented in Vietnam War studies (a project of much
greater dimension that is starting to get shape at La Salle University and of which this
brief extract serves as a mere testing of approaches.) For a presentation as brief as this
one is required to be it is possible to examine only one category – and that will be
published novels. For purposes of this comparison the novel, in order to qualify, must
have a recognizable plot trajectory based on war in the Gulf Region between 1990 and
2006, or it may have characters that are identified as having been affected by some aspect
of the war, or the background or psychological setting depends in some way on the
existence of the wars in the Gulf. Geopolitics and humor may be included as well if
clearly connected to activity in the region during the appropriate time. Just as in the case
of the Vietnam War, it is important not to exclude any minor literary genres simply
because they might seem frivolous (e.g. horror, romance, mysteries, etc.)

The suspicion that there would eventually be great outpourings of fiction and imaginative
representations from these wars didn’t start when it might have. In fact, all through the
period 1990 to 1992 I was able to find only a total of 20 published fiction works for the 3
years - with 6 of them being intended for juvenile or young adult audiences, and 14 of the
20 coming out only in the third year of 1992. In that period there was only one of the 20
that dealt with the Kuwait Incursion. But these numbers actually pointed to the
legitimacy of the thesis since in the first 3 years of the Vietnam War (1961-1963) there is
recorded only 1 published novel that itself could be excluded if the allegorical nature of
The Ugly American, that one book, is rejected. Further, the single other title that was
published in 1964 was about aspects of the Vietnam War but was a Nick Carter Series
mystery thriller. So, it looked like the Gulf Wars were already outpacing the Vietnam
record.

Then again, just like the wars themselves, things started to trend in a direction that at first
seemed to support original assumptions but soon went to Hell in a hand-basket of
unsupportive numbers and slippery assumptions based on hopeful thinking and ignored
realities. Continuing to count the output of fiction by year for the Persian Gulf War 1991
to 2006, one finds a total of 132 published works of fiction (excluding short story
collections 3 and poetry, 61). Upon first assessment this seemed to be a significant
indication of literary activity, especially when one considers that there were significantly
fewer American citizens under arms or in the war industry than was the case with
Vietnam conflict and a higher percentage of college and high school graduates in the
services. Interestingly and different from the Vietnam War fictive product, the Gulf War
novels included 12 works intended for a juvenile audience. That is nearly twice what is
found in Vietnam bibliography of the same time.

NOVELS - PERSIAN GULF WAR, 1991 AND IRAQ WAR 2003 - .
1990 - 1
1991 – 5
1992 – 14
1993 - 11
1994 – 4
1995 – 9
1996 – 2
1997 – 8
1998 – 7
1999 – 7
2000 – 8
2001 – 8
2002 – 15
2003 – 14
2004 – 6
2005 –11
2006 –2

NOVELS - VIETNAM WAR, 1961 1961 – 0
1962 – 0
1963 – 1
1964 – 1
1965 – 6
1966 – 14
1967 – 26
1968 – 22
1969 – 20
1970 – 7
1971 – 17
1972 –15
1973 – 16
1974 – 14
1975 – 11
1976 – 11
1977 – 9
1978 – 13*
1979 – 14
* I have included an additional two years to show what will become a characteristic
nearly exponential output of Vietnam war writing as the years advance into the 1980’s
and 1990’s. So far that trend seems not to be occurring with the same vigor in the Gulf
Wars, but there is no way to predict the possible change at this time.

After tabulating the Vietnam War fiction production for the same year by year period,
one finds that there were 217 novels for the same period or an increase of 36% over that
period for the Persian Gulf War output period. In actual fact, the 217 is likely to be much
closer to about 275 because it was not possible to include for this study a systematic
addition of qualifying titles that exist in the La Salle University Imaginative
Representation of the Vietnam War Collection that do not also exist as entries in the
3rd Edition of Newman’s Vietnam Literature (1996.)

Incidentally, using a similar non-exhaustive tabulation of the poetry (anthologies,
chapbooks, monographs, and broadsides) the numbers reveal that the same period of the
Gulf War has produced at least 62 published works while that length period from the
Vietnam era offers no fewer than 151 separate works - or increased poetry productivity of
70%.

Even if one were to add those fiction titles that deal only with the Iraq War of 2003
forward, there would be an addition of only 28 new works. However, if one were to also
look at the next 3 years of 1980, 81, and 82, corresponding to the Vietnam War, one
would also have to add another 90 titles!

What is difficult about these comparisons is that just like the likelihood of the Gulf Wars
going on into the future and producing more literary work - the Vietnam War continues
to do the same - so that in the years 2003 to 2006 one would, amazingly, have to add
another 103 titles to the Vietnam War fiction side of the ledger! One way to look at such
numbers is to simply wonder at the continued rate of writing that chooses to use the
Vietnam War as a device to comprehend intentions and experience. Obviously, what will
be interesting and revealing will be the RATE at which the writing generated by the Gulf
Wars continues after they also conclude. Still, from existing numbers it is hard to see

how the new wars are going to overtake the Vietnam product given that rate at which new
writing about the Vietnam War continues. Another area of interest will be the quality of
the novels and their place in their respective canons for the same periods of time. In the
realm of Vietnam War fiction from the first 15 or so years there were several novels that
remain important or award winning (Incident at Muc Wa, Bamboo Bed, Parthian Shot,
Laotian Fragments, One Very Hot Day, Land of a Million Elephants, No Passenger on
the River, Going after Cacciato, Close Quarters, Fields of Fire) while the novels so far
extant from the Gulf War are as yet undistinguished among their peers, let alone within a
larger literary context even though they appear as early as their Vietnam superiors.
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